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Alice Talford was tired of Rowan and Luke leaving her behind. She let out a frustrated growl as she changed direction and headed to her favorite spot.

She couldn’t help but smile as she walked out onto the rocky bank of the river a few minutes later. She moved to a large boulder that sat at the water’s edge and stood close to fifteen feet high. The top of the boulder widened and extended four feet over the water. Alice wiped her hands down her pants before she began climbing. Knowing the best route to take, it took no time at all to reach the top.

She moved to the edge and sat with her feet dangling over the center of the rushing water. Alice leaned back on her hands and looked up at the clouds as they moved across the sky. Her mind wandered back to the dream she had several nights ago.

A teenage boy with dark reddish-brown hair and light brown eyes was tied to a tall post. Four men in their early twenties were beating him. He was in so much pain and begging them to stop; but they continued.

A roar interrupted the boy’s scream and for a minute all was silent. A massive black wolf stood near the post where the boy had been. The four men yelled and tried to run away but the wolf attacked them.

The wolf stood still panting hard after the four men were no longer a threat. A falcon landed near him and shifted into her Uncle Isaac. The wolf growled and started to stalk toward her uncle. She heard her uncle’s voice but couldn’t make out what he was saying.

The wolf stopped a few yards away and shifted into the boy. He stumbled a few steps before collapsing to the ground. Her uncle ran to the boy and lifted him into his arms.

Alice shook her head to clear the memory. Her heart broke for the boy. She wished there were something she could do to help him. Alice started to hum as she tried to think who the boy was. He had appeared in many of her dreams over the years and all of them ended with him getting physically beaten.

The sound of a twig breaking snapped her out of her thoughts and she looked in the direction from which it came. She let out a startled scream when she saw the amber-eyed boy standing on the opposite side of the river.

She scrambled backwards. Her hand landed on the edge of the rock, and it slipped off causing her to lose her balance. Alice let out another scream as she began to fall. To protect her head from the rocks below, she threw her hands over her head, bracing for the impact. Instead of hitting the hard rocky ground, Alice found herself in the boy’s arms.

She was breathing hard as he gently put her on her feet. Alice went to take a step back, but the rocks shifted under her, and she nearly fell backwards.

The boy’s arms went back around her waist, steadying her. She looked up at the boy’s face and saw his light brown eyes watching her with concern. “You, okay?” he asked softly.

Before Alice could answer, Rowan and Luke burst onto the rocky bank. They slid to a stop when they saw the boy with his arms around her. Rowan and Luke rushed toward them yelling angrily.

The boy stepped between her and her brothers as if protecting her. Rowan was the first to throw a punch at the boy, followed by Luke. The older boy dodged each attack Rowan and Luke threw at him. Rowan and Luke showed no signs of stopping and the boy continued to deflect the attacks while keeping her behind him.

Alice needed to stop this before the older boy went on the offensive. She had seen him fight a few times in her dreams and knew he could easily hurt Rowan or Luke. She stepped out from behind the boy and stood between him and her brothers. She stared at Rowan and Luke with her hands on her hips.

Rowan was in mid-swing when she felt a hand snake around her waist. The boy twisted her around as he placed his body between her and Rowan again. She felt his body absorb the blow from the punch he took from Rowan.

The boy let out a soft groan of pain and Alice yelled out as if she were the one who was hit. Alice pulled away and again stood in front of him, blocking Rowan and Luke from hitting him again.

“What are you doing, Alice? Move out of the way.” Rowan yelled as he reached to grab her.

“No.” Alice said firmly as she yanked her hand out of her brother’s grasp.

“Seriously, Alice. Move.” Rowan again tried to grab her.

“You touch me or this boy again, Rowan, and I swear, I will give you another black eye.” Alice threatened angrily.

“He was attacking you!” Rowan was furious but didn’t make a move to grab her again.

“I fell from my rock, and he caught me. He wasn’t attacking me. Geez, Rowan.” Alice scolded. “I am surprised you even came looking for me after leaving me behind, again.”

The boy straightened suddenly behind her and then grabbed her elbow, lifting her arm to get a better look at it. “You’re bleeding!” He wrapped his hands around her arm and squeezed it firmly, applying pressure to the wound.

Alice looked down and saw blood running down her forearm and dripping off her hand. “I’m fine, really.” She said unconcerned. Like her mother, Alice had several gifts. One being her dreams, and another one being accelerated healing.

“Who is this guy?” Luke asked.

Alice looked at the boy as he continued to try to stop the bleeding on her arm. “I don’t know.” She answered quietly. He didn’t even look up or try to respond to anything.

“Let go of my sister.” Rowan growled through clenched teeth. Her brother reached for her arm and tried to yank her away from the stranger.

Alice pulled away from both of them. “How about neither of you touch me.” She put her hands on her hips and glared at Rowan.

“Alice, we have no idea who he is, and we found him with his hands all over you.” Luke was glaring at the boy.

“Like I said, I fell from my rock, and he caught me. When you got here, he was putting me down.” She explained. “It’s not like either of you would have been able to catch me since you always abandon me.” Both Luke and Rowan looked down in embarrassment.

“We still don’t know who he is.” Rowan grumbled.

Alice studied the boy. He had dark reddish-brown hair that had a slight wave to it, just like in her dreams. His eyes were mesmerizing with their unique shade of light brown. There was bruising around his face, and she saw dirty bandages around his wrists.

“Who are you and why are you here?” she asked, keeping eye contact with him.

The boy glanced over at Rowan and Luke before returning his gaze to hers. “Lord Isaac.” He gave a slight shrug of his shoulders.

“Uncle Isaac is here?” Alice asked excitedly. The boy gave a small nod. “Okay, let’s head back to the house.”

Alice didn’t wait for Rowan, Luke, or the boy to respond before she turned around and ran in the direction of home.

When she got to the kitchen door, Alice finally glanced back. Rowan shoved past the boy and stepped protectively closer to her. Alice rolled her eyes as she stepped into the kitchen. Knowing her uncle would be in either the sitting room or her father’s office, she crossed through the kitchen and moved down the hall at a brisk walk.

Uncle Isaac was just about to enter the office when she saw him. Alice threw herself at her uncle, catching him by surprise. He wrapped her in a strong embrace and chuckled.

“Well, it is good to see you too, Alice.” He squeezed her tighter before letting her go and grabbing her hand in his.

“I’ve missed you, Uncle.” Alice smiled at him. “How is Aunt Lily?”

“She is doing well.” Uncle Isaac frowned when he saw the drying blood on her arm and hand. “Really, Alice, again?” He softly scolded.”

You know I am perfectly fine.” Alice tried to pull her hand away, but Uncle Isaac held tighter. He raised it up to get a better look. “It was only a scratch, and I am fully healed already.”

“That is a lot of blood for just a scratch?” His voice held questions.

“Oh...well...Um...we found a friend of yours.” Alice pointed down the hall where she saw the boy standing in the shadows.

Her uncle smiled over her head at the boy. “I’m glad you were able to find my niece and nephew, Greyson. Did you have any trouble?”

“No, sir.” Greyson stated. He sounded more like a soldier than a boy to Alice; and what was with the two-word answers?”

“No trouble?” Rowan spat out. “He had his hands all over Alice.”

“I fell from my rock, he caught me before I hit the ground, and then he put me on my feet.” Alice retorted, rolling her eyes. “If he did put his hands all over me, Rowan, I would have broken his nose.” She looked back at Greyson and thought she saw a smirk begin before it quickly vanished. The movement was so fast that Alice wasn’t sure if she actually saw it.

Uncle Isaac chuckled. “I’m guessing that is where you got your ‘scratch’?” Alice nodded. “And how are your ribs, Greyson?” Alice turned to look back at Greyson.

“Fine, sir.” Greyson said quickly, not moving from his rigid posture.

Her uncle studied the boy for a minute longer. “Alice and Greyson, why don’t you go clean the blood off your hands while Luke and Rowan wait in the sitting room. When you both are cleaned up, you can join them there. I still need to speak with Lance about a few things.”

Luke and Rowan gave Greyson one last glare before walking into the sitting room. Alice gave her uncle a kiss on his cheek before leading the way back to the kitchen. Greyson didn’t say anything as he scrubbed her blood off his hands. When they were done, he followed her to the sitting room.

As she walked into the room, she saw that Rowan and Luke were playing a game of chess, so Alice moved to the couch. She grabbed the book off the end table and opened it to where she was last reading. Out of the corner of her eye, Alice watched Greyson walk past her and over to the corner. He leaned up against the wall as he looked out over the whole room.

Alice pretended to read as she watched Greyson. His eyes were constantly scanning the room and she wondered why. She was curious about him. How was the boy from her nightmarish dreams standing in her home at that very moment? She about had a heart attack when she saw him standing by the river. It was like seeing a ghost.

Deciding to see if she could get some answers, Alice put her book down and stood. She moved over to where he was leaning against the wall and mimicked his stance. “How old are you?” Alice asked without looking at him.

She could feel his eyes on her. “I’m fourteen.” he said softly.

“You’re not much older than we are. We are all eleven.” Alice looked over at him and their eyes met. “Were you in an accident recently? My uncle mentioned an injury to your ribs. You also have bruising on your face and your wrists are all wrapped up.” Alice grabbed his forearm as she tried to get a better look at his wrist.

He gently pulled his arm from her grasp and tucked it behind his back. “I’m fine.”

A tense silence fell between them. Alice cleared her throat. “So, how long have you been with my uncle?”

“Two weeks.” Greyson turned his attention back to the chess game across the room.

Alice was beginning to get frustrated with all his two-word responses and she could tell he was keeping things from her. For some reason, it really bothered her that he was keeping secrets.

“Are you capable of answering questions with more than two-word answers?” she asked frustratedly.

Greyson turned his attention back to her and she again thought how unique his eye color was. He was studying her with an intense look in his eyes. A glint of something flashed in them, but he masked it before she could register what she saw. “Yes, Miss.”

She let out a growl of frustration as she pushed away from the wall. Alice stomped her way back to her seat and sat down. She grabbed her book again. As she opened it, she shot a glare at Greyson. Their eyes met and he winked at her.

Alice’s fingers tightened around her book as she stood. She threw the book at Greyson, who caught it. She let out another frustrated growl. “You are insufferable!” She yelled. Luke and Rowan looked over at her as she stormed toward the door. There was no way she was staying in this room with Greyson any longer.

She was nearly to the door when it opened, and she paused her retreat. Her father stood there looking grim. “Alice, Greyson, follow me.” He commanded.

She followed her father across the hall to his office with her hands still in fists. She quickly sat in one of the chairs near the window and looked over the other occupants in the room. Her mother, Aunt Sam, Uncle Marcus, and Uncle Isaac were all standing near the desk.

Her father closed the door once Greyson entered before standing next to her mother. Greyson, however, moved to the corner near the door and stood at attention like a soldier. She began to feel anxious while she waited for someone to start speaking.

“Kyrie, Sam, Marcus, Lance, this is Greyson. Greyson this is my sister, Lady Kyrie and her husband, Sir Lance. Those two are Sir Marcus and his wife, Lady Samantha. Marcus is Lily’s brother.” Uncle Isaac made the introductions. Greyson inclined his head but said nothing. “I am just going to cut to the chase. We have received information that the Barnetts are aware of Alice’s gift and are targeting her instead of you, Kyrie.”

“How do you know this?” Her mother grabbed onto her father’s hand. “Is your source to be trusted? There is no way they could know about her.”

Uncle Isaac glanced at Greyson briefly. “It is probably the most accurate information we have had in years.”

“Who is your source, Isaac?” Her father asked.

“I am.” Greyson took a step from the wall and stood tall. He looked like a soldier facing his general.

“He has been part of the Barnett’s compound for ten years. He has given us a lot of valuable information.” Isaac explained moving closer to where Greyson stood.

Alice couldn’t believe that the boy that saved her from falling today could be part of the horrors the Barnetts had created. Her parents and her Aunt Lily had told her stories about what they had done.

“How old are you, boy?” Her father asked.

Greyson’s eyes flicked over to her quickly before returning to face straight ahead. “Fourteen, sir.”

“That would mean you were four when you joined the Barnetts.” Aunt Sam said shocked. He gave her a quick nod.

“How do we know we can trust him.” Her father studied Greyson with his arms folded across his chest. Alice watched as her mother slowly walked toward Greyson. She seemed oblivious to the conversation around her as she studied him.

“When one is forced into servitude and put through certain...stresses, one is inclined to align their loyalties with another.” Isaac stated.

“We can trust him.” Her mother said with her eyes glued to Greyson. “He saved my life.” Her mother’s soft voice caused everyone to fall silent. “It was you, wasn’t it? The boy who led us to the door?”  

A tear slid down her mother’s face as she stood right in front of him. She reached out a hand to touch his face and Alice winced when Greyson flinched away from her mother’s touch. Her mother didn’t seem to notice and brushed the hair off Greyson’s forehead.

Greyson looked down at the floor and mumbled, “Yes, ma’am.” Alice watched as her mother pulled Greyson into a hug as she started to cry. At first Greyson just stood there, but he eventually returned the embrace.

Her mother held him for several minutes before pulling back and looking at him again. “I have prayed for your safety every day, young man. Oh, how I wished I could have taken you with me.”

“Like I said before, My Lady, I would have put you in danger with the tracker they placed in me.” Greyson whispered. His voice was thick with emotion. Alice’s mouth fell open. That was the most she had ever heard him say since she met him.

“What about the tracker now?” She asked him.

“He told me about it and asked that I remove it before taking him back to my house.” Uncle Isaac’s eyes glistened with unshed tears.

“I am glad your little hero has finally been liberated, but what are we going to do about them hunting Alice?” Uncle Marcus asked.

Her mother straightened her shoulders and turned away from Greyson. “You men can discuss what needs to be done. I am going to take the kids out for their sparring practice.” Alice got to her feet and followed her mother to the door. “Greyson, will you join us?” Her mother asked just before reaching the door. Greyson darted a glance at Lord Isaac, who was already in deep conversation with her father.

Her mother waited patiently for his response. He gave her mother a nod before following them out of the office. As they passed the sitting room, her mother called for Rowan and Luke. They eagerly abandoned their chess game and raced out the front door.

Alice walked with her mother while Greyson followed behind them as they made their way to the training arena at the side of the house. By the time they got there, Rowan and Luke were already circling each other with fists raised.

Alice watched their match with a smile on her face. Luke swung at Rowan but leaned too far forward and fell on his face. She noticed Greyson standing next to her mother. They seemed deep in conversation, and she moved closer to hear what they were saying. Alice was hoping to learn more about how he had saved her mother from the Barnetts.

“...we do things a bit different. You see, the point of this sparring match is to control your attacks; to get your opponent into a compromising state without causing injury to each other. When you punch the other person, you do not put all your force into it. The kids practice full strength against their fathers.” Alice’s mother placed a gentle hand on Greyson’s shoulder, and he flinched.

Rowan and Luke were on the ground. Luke let out a cry of pain just before tapping out. Rowan helped Luke to his feet, and they climbed out of the ring laughing.

Alice climbed in and began stretching. She watched as her mother spoke to Greyson. He shook his head and stepped away. Alice called Luke’s name, and he re-entered the ring. As they began to fight, Alice started to feel a sense of pride as she dodged and rolled out of Luke’s reach.

Luke was bigger than she was, so she waited and watched for an opening to strike. Luke’s guard relaxed slightly, and Alice slipped in and knocked him down. She jumped on his chest and grabbed his throat with a fist poised to strike.

“Gotcha.” Alice breathed out. Luke let out a groan of defeat. Alice climbed out of the ring with a smile on her face. Her eyes met Greyson’s and he inclined his head ever so slightly in approval.

Practice went on for another hour. Aunt Sam came out onto the front porch and called them in for dinner. The family gathered around the table as the meal began.

Her father, Uncle Marcus, and Uncle Isaac were discussing a new training routine for all of them. Her mother and Aunt Sam were talking about supplies they needed to order in the next several days. Alice looked across the table at Luke and Rowan as they joked about sparring practice earlier. Greyson was not there.

“Isaac, where is Greyson?” Her mother asked the question that was on Alice’s mind. Alice felt a pang of concern over Greyson’s absence.

Uncle Isaac cleared his throat. “Greyson needed to get some air. He’ll be back later.”

“He was outside for an hour before we came in for dinner, he needs to eat. He looks skinnier than he should be.” Her mother glared at Uncle Isaac.

“Kyrie, Greyson is not use to people like us. He is adjusting, but he still needs his space.” Uncle Isaac put his fork down and met his sister’s glare head on.

“He seemed very interested in sparring practice today but refused to participate.” Alice’s mother continued.

Uncle Isaac sat back in his chair while keeping eye contact. “He is a smart boy. I am glad he refused to participate.”

“How can you say that, Isaac? Maybe he would feel more comfortable around us if he had practiced with the other kids.” Her mother was getting angry as the conversation continued. “And what do you mean ‘people like us’?”

“Listen, Kyrie. Greyson has four broken ribs, so sparring would have been dangerous for him. But that is not what would have worried me if he had participated.” Her uncle lowered his voice, and Alice strained her ears to hear what else he said. “That boy was forced to train as an assassin for the last ten years. What I have learned from my spies is that the training was brutal. He was even forced to kill a few times. Many boys don’t live through it. Greyson is a fierce fighter, Kyrie. Who knows what kind of damage he could have done to the kids? And when I say, ‘people like us’, I mean people who don’t beat you half to death to teach lessons or for having questions.”

Just then the dining room door opened, and Greyson stepped in. He moved quickly to the empty chair between Alice and Uncle Isaac. He sat quietly with his hands in his lap. He mumbled a quick apology for being late.

Alice furrowed her brows at the white bandages around his hands. He did not have those on while at sparring practice. She noticed that he had sweat on his brow and his hair was slightly wet.

“Here, Greyson, why don’t you eat something?” Kyrie placed a plate full of food in front of him before returning to her seat.

Once everyone began eating and getting back to their conversations, Greyson reached for his fork. Alice’s eyes widened when she saw that the bandages around Greyson’s hands had blood soaking through them where his knuckles were.

She wasn’t the only one to notice either. Her father dropped his fork on the table and stood abruptly. He moved to stand beside Greyson’s chair.

Greyson stiffened at the sudden presence at his shoulder.

“What happened to your hands, boy?” Her father demanded.

Greyson remained quiet and Uncle Isaac tried to coax an answer from him. “Greyson, what happened?”

“Nothing, sir.” Greyson placed his hands back in his lap.

Alice was overwhelmed with concern for Greyson on top of being tired of him only giving two-word answers. The only time he didn’t was when he spoke to her mother. Alice began to feel anxious and frustrated. She clenched her fists as she tried to control her rising anger, but it didn’t work.

“You can’t honestly be serious?” She snapped at him. “When are you going to actually communicate with people? You aren’t a baby who only knows a few words. So, grow up and tell us what happened.”

“You want me to have a real conversation? How is this for real?” He turned in his chair to face her. “While I was out for a walk, a man stopped me near the river and offered me quite a lot of gold to bring you out to have a ‘chat’ with him. I refused, but now I’m thinking it might not have been too bad of a trade. You see, Lady Alice, men are out there looking for you. If they do get you, they are planning to break you the same way they tried to break your mother. I have heard them talking in detail about Teddy and her for years.” Greyson’s gaze travelled up and down her body. “Seeing how young you are, I pray they only beat you instead.” Greyson’s hands were clenched into tight fists as he glared at her.

Alice stared at Greyson with wide eyes. She swallowed hard not knowing what to say in response. Did he really encounter a man in the forest? What had happened between her mother and Teddy?

Her mother’s cries pulled her eyes away from Greyson’s furious ones. Her mother had a hand over her mouth with tears falling down her pale face. Alice’s father was moving back to her side.

Greyson suddenly got to his feet. “If you would please excuse me?” he said through clenched teeth before turning to the door. With each step he took, his speed increased until he was practically running. Seconds later the front door slammed shut.

Uncle Isaac swore under his breath before getting to his feet. He slammed his fist on the table in frustration. “We need to stay inside until he comes back.” He said as he began to pace. Alice was still in shock from what Greyson had said to her and she couldn’t get her mouth to work in order to ask what had just happened.

“Why? What’s going on, Isaac?” Uncle Marcus asked.

“Greyson is a Shifter!” Uncle Isaac shouted in frustration.

“That is impossible. He is only fourteen.” Marcus said.

“When I found him, he was being beaten to death by four men. The best I can figure out, is that he shifted in order to protect himself.” Uncle Isaac ran a hand through his hair. “When he gets angry or overwhelmed, he is unable to prevent himself from shifting. While in his wolf form, he can be quite aggressive, and he is terrified that he will hurt someone.”

Alice’s mind began to swim. The boy from her dream really was Greyson. She had seen him at that moment when her uncle had found him. His injured wrists were probably from being tied to the post.

Guilt filled Alice for pushing Greyson. He had been through a lot. Suddenly, frustration and worry surged through her. She wanted to run outside to find him, be there for him. Alice gave herself a mental shake. She didn’t even know him. Why was she feeling like she needed to be with him? He may have had a messed-up childhood, but he was irritating at best. There was no reason she should be so concerned about him.

“What about that man Greyson said he talked to?” Rowan asked.

“We will just have to wait for him to come back to get that answer. The past several times he has shifted, he was gone for a few hours.” Uncle Isaac said as he ran a hand down his face. “I am going to wait for him in the sitting room.” Alice watched as her uncle left the room.

She continued to sit there, not touching her food, as her brother and Luke left as well. Her parents, along with Uncle Marcus and Aunt Sam, followed them out minutes later. Taking a deep breath, she got to her feet and went to sit with her Uncle Isaac in the sitting room.

She found him sitting on the couch that faced the window, staring blankly out at the fading light of day. She sat next to him and curled up against his side. He put his arm around her.

“I am sorry, Uncle Isaac. I did not mean to make him shift.” She whispered, not wanting the others in the room to hear her.

“It’s okay, Alice. Greyson is a unique and special boy. He is trying to understand the changes in his life. He will be back soon and all will be fine.” Her uncle soothed her.

“Is it true they are looking for me and plan on doing horrible things to me?” She was terrified of what the answer would be, but she needed to know. “How did they try to break mother?”

Her uncle took a deep breath before answering. “I am inclined to believe Greyson’s report. He may have been raised by monsters and forced to do things he didn’t want to do, but he has a good heart. I don’t believe he would give us false information, especially if it meant taking down the Barnetts. You will need to speak with your mother about what happened to her when she was held captive.”

An hour passed, and Alice was beginning to doze when she heard the front door creak open. Her mother shot to her feet and rushed to the sitting room door just as Greyson appeared with his head down. He looked so ashamed.

Alice watched as her mother pulled Greyson into a tight hug. He clung to her as he buried his face in her shoulder. He was a few inches taller than her, so he had to bend down. Alice could barely make out Greyson’s voice as he kept saying how sorry he was.

“Greyson, look at me.” Her mother commanded as she stepped a little back from him. Greyson looked at her and Alice thought she saw his lip quiver slightly. “Are you okay?” Her mother asked. Greyson looked confused at the question, so her mother repeated it.

Greyson straightened his shoulders. “Yes, ma’am.” He mumbled.

Alice watched her mother pull him into another tight hug. When her mother stepped back again, Greyson seemed back to his normal, emotionless self. Her father took a step closer to him before asking. “Where is the man you encountered earlier?”

Greyson glanced about the room before responding. “He is tied up in the forest.” He pointed out the window in the direction of her rock. Grayson’s hands and wrists were no longer wrapped in rags. Aunt Sam gasped when she saw the raw and slightly bloody wounds along his knuckles and wrists.

“Marcus and Isaac will accompany me to see this man. Greyson, you stay here and get those wounds treated before they become infected.” Alice’s father ordered.

Aunt Sam sent Luke and Rowan to the kitchen to help with the dishes while she cleaned up dinner. Alice’s mother sent her to get some hot water, clean bandages and rags, and the healing salve.

When Alice got back, she was instructed to see to cleaning and rewrapping Greyson’s hands and wrists while her mother sent a letter off to her grandmother. When her mother left, Alice let out a heavy sigh before moving to Greyson’s side.

“Sit down and give me your hand.” Alice instructed without looking up at his face.

As he sat down, she knelt on the ground in front of him to be more comfortable. She stuck a rag in the hot water and began washing his wrist. She was surprised that he didn’t even flinch. The wounds had to be painful.

The wounds on his wrists were deep and looked like they had been treated before. When his wrist was clean, she moved onto his knuckles before cleaning his other hand. She stayed silent and focused on her task.

After an hour of carefully cleaning his wounds, she applied the salve. Taking several long strips of the bandage, she was able to wrap his hands in a way he could still use his fingers. “There. All done.” She said, getting to her feet.

“Thank you.” Greyson’s soft voice pulled her eyes to his. He was watching her intently.

“‘Thank you’ is still a two-word response.” She could have slapped herself for speaking before thinking. Greyson’s posture immediately stiffened, and a hard look entered his eyes.

“You’re right.” His voice was thick with irritation. “Thank you, My Lady. Your assistance was invaluable.” He stood and brushed past her on his way to the door. “Just for the record, where I come from, the less you spoke the longer you lived.” And then he was gone.

Alice felt even more ashamed of herself. She gathered up the supplies and put them away before going to her room. Who was she to judge and try to correct Greyson’s behavior? If he was the boy from her nightmares, he had lived through so much abuse.

If Grayson wanted to be reserved and did not want to speak much, who was she to get mad at him for it? Climbing into bed, she decided that in the morning she was going to find Greyson and apologize.

The next morning, Alice dressed quickly and went downstairs in search of Greyson. She really needed to apologize. Her guilt had made it hard to sleep. She had wanted to see him.

She went to the kitchen and found her mother making eggs. “Good morning, mom. Have you seen Uncle Isaac?” she asked cheerfully. Wherever her uncle was, Greyson would not be far away.

“I’m sorry, dear, your uncle left late last night.” Her mother said as she continued to stir the eggs.

“Oh, okay. Thank you.” Alice left the kitchen and went back to her room. She could not believe they left last night. Uncle Isaac didn’t even say good-bye before he left.

Alice opened her window to allow in some fresh air. She sat in the chair next to her writing desk and looked out the window. The morning breeze brought in the rich fragrance of her mother’s and aunt’s flower garden. She took in a deep breath as a strong breeze blew into her room. A folded piece of paper slid off the edge of her desk and flittered to the floor.

Alice furrowed her brow. She didn’t remember having paper out on her desk last night. She bent down and picked it up. A faint smell of cinnamon came from the paper and Alice cocked her head in confusion. Unfolding it she read: 




Lady Alice,



I just wanted to apologize for my behavior earlier. I shouldn’t have snapped at you for my own shortcomings. Lord Isaac is determined to leave in the next hour, so I had no time to apologize in person. I also wanted to truly thank you for assisting in cleaning and treating my wounds.

As a thank you, I would like to give you something that was given to me long ago. I’m giving you this pendant to show my dedication to keeping you safe. If you ever need help with anything, send word, and I will come as quickly as possible. 



Greyson Hunt 




P.S. Lock your window. It was way too easy to get in here and write you this letter.





Alice looked around and sure enough there was a shiny black stone on her desk. She picked it up and was surprised at how warm it felt. She rubbed her thumb over its smooth surface. As she studied the stone, she realized it was in the shape of a howling wolf’s head.

Alice slammed the paper and stone back onto her desk. She felt so embarrassed and mad. Greyson had been in her room last night while she was sleeping. Who does that? She stood up from her chair and stomped downstairs. Alice needed to hit something and since Greyson wasn’t there, she would have to settle for the punching bag.
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Chapter Two



[image: ]




7 Years Later

Alice awoke feeling excited. Her eighteenth birthday was just three days away and she could not wait to see if she was a Shifter like her father. Her Uncle Isaac and her great grandparents were also set to arrive anytime in the next few days to celebrate with her and her twin, Rowan. Her Aunt Lily and grandparents wouldn’t be able to make it since Alice’s cousin, Micah, was sick again. Her other grandparents were not going to make it either. Papa Emmett’s war injury was making it harder and harder for him to travel.

Since the last five generations of all those gifted with the ability to shift on her father’s side of the family shifted into wolves, Alice felt that she and Rowan would shift into wolves too. However, her mom’s side of the family shifted into birds of prey, so there was that possibility too.

As Alice got out of bed and dressed in her training gear, her mood dampened when she thought about the danger that always lurked in the shadows of her life. She still wasn’t sure why she was the target of the Barnetts.

The only good thing that had come of the threat was that she got to train more. Her combat skills had grown to the point that she could easily hold her own against Luke and Rowan. Even while fighting both at the same time, she almost always came out the victor.

If she shifted on her birthday, her natural speed and strength would increase slightly with her new ability to shift, and she couldn’t wait. Even though her great grandmother often told her that she would never shift because she had Guardian gifts, Alice still held out hope. She could feel it deep down that she would be able to shift.

“Alice, are you awake yet?” Alice heard her mother call from down the hall. “Your father is waiting for you. He says he is going to be changing your training this morning.”

“Coming, mother.” Alice called back as she pulled her dark chocolate brown hair into a high ponytail. Moving quickly, Alice opened her bedroom door and practically ran down the stairs, out the front door, and around the side of the house to find her father. She found him, Uncle Marcus, Luke, and Rowan standing on the edge of the training arena. “Sorry I am late, dad. What are we working on today?” Alice bounced with barely restrained excitement.

“Today, Alice, you will be training with me.” Lance said as he hopped the small fence that surrounded the dirt arena.

Alice glanced over at Rowan before following her father into the ring. He had moved to the opposite side of the large circle by the time Alice’s feet landed on the packed earth. Her father immediately rushed her, and Alice was forced to dive out of the way to avoid being tackled to the ground.

The next two hours passed in a blur as Alice was knocked to the ground repeatedly. Once her father finally called it a day, Alice left the arena before she allowed herself to collapse onto the grass in exhaustion. A sharp pain stabbed into her left side as she lay there. She tried to breathe through the pain. This was the worst side-cramp she had ever gotten while training.

She had not gone through such a difficult training session in years. Her father was a much harder opponent than Luke and Rowan. Once her breathing slowed to normal, she looked around and noticed that both Luke and Rowan were in the arena with Uncle Marcus taking their turn getting their butts handed to them. Her side was still hurting, which was unusual for her.

A movement in her peripheral vision caught her attention and she turned to look in its direction. A carriage was making its way down their long driveway toward their house. Alice stood and ran as fast as her sore body would allow to the front of the house.

By the time she turned the corner, she saw her mother hugging an elderly woman while her father shook hands with a white-haired man. Recognizing her great grandparents, Alice ignored her protesting muscles and ran to greet them.

“Alice,” Her great grandmother pulled her into a tight hug. “Looks like you have been training hard.”

“Father trained with me today and reminded me that I still have a lot to learn.” Alice said with a smile as she pulled back and turned to her great grandfather and gave him a hug. “Papa Mason, I have missed you.”

“I missed you too, my girl.” Papa Mason gave her a tight squeeze and placed a kiss on her head.

“Shall we go inside and let you two rest from your trip?” Alice’s mother asked as she turned toward the front porch. Lady Kyrie led the party to the sitting room and once everyone was settled in their seats, she turned to her grandparents. “Grandma, you mentioned in your letter that you needed to explain something to both Alice and me. I am very anxious to know what it is that has brought you to us in such a hurry. Not that we don’t enjoy your visits.”

Alice smiled as Grammy Anna laughed before speaking. “We enjoy visiting you every chance we get, but you are right, we do have another reason for coming here so soon. Alice will be eighteen in just a few days, and I needed to do this before that day.” The room was so quiet that Alice could hear a pin drop. “Do you remember what I said the day the twins were born?”

“I do.” Her mother answered. Even though she was slightly confused her whole body tensed.

“I truly believe that Alice is the Guardian to destroy the Guardian’s Stone.”

“What is the Guardian’s Stone?” Alice asked softly as her mother shook her head.

“It is a stone that has the ability to control Shifters. The stone was hidden and protected by the Guardians. But a fallen Guardian wanted to claim the stone for herself. Once word got to us that our sister and her new husband were on their way to our castle to retrieve it, Miranda gave me the amulet with the stone inside. She charged me with its protection. All the Guardians were told to evacuate and go into hiding.” Tears filled Grammy Anna’s eyes.

“My Anna was the only survivor we know of. All others were burned alive within the castle.” Papa Mason finished the story as he rubbed his wife’s arm comfortingly.

Everyone watched as Grammy Anna pulled the chain from around her neck and grabbed the small amulet, holding it tightly for a moment. Taking a deep breath, she held the necklace out to Alice.

Hesitantly, Alice reached over and took the delicate chain from her great grandmother. She examined the metal ball with its many slits in it. Inside was a blue stone that was nearly the same shade as her eyes. The light from the window bounced off its shiny surface making the stone appear to be glowing. Pulling her eyes from the necklace, Alice looked back at her great grandmother.

“That is the Guardian’s Stone, Alice, and I am asking if you will assume the responsibility of keeping it safe.” Grammy Anna’s gaze stayed fixed on Alice’s face.

The room stayed quiet for several minutes. “How do I keep it safe, Grammy?” Alice asked in shock.

“It is a very simple, yet very important task. Your job would be to make sure no one knows about the stone or takes the necklace from you.” Anna began to explain.

“Is this a good idea, grandma? She is only a child. If this stone is as dangerous as you say, shouldn’t someone more experienced safeguard it?” Alice’s mother stood, her posture radiating tension.

“Only Mason and I, and now the people in this room, know of the stone’s location. From what Isaac has told me, Sasha’s descendants are still looking within the ruins of the castle for it. I was given the amulet when I was eighteen, and if Alice takes this on, I will than tell only her about the important details I feel she will need to know in order to keep herself and the stone safe.” Grammy Anna moved to stand as well.

“Isaac knows about this?” Her mother asked in frustration.

“He only mentioned that his spy reported that the Barnett’s were looking for a magical relic to aid in their war against Shifters.” Papa Mason stood next to his wife.

“Grammy Anna, I’ll do it.” Alice cut into the conversation and all eyes turned to look at her. A mix of emotions shined back at her ranging from her mother’s look of horror to her great grandmother’s look of approval. “Mother, I am an amazing fighter thanks to dad’s training, and I am still under constant watch. The amulet will be well protected with me.”

Alice could see that her mother was about to protest when Alice’s father cut her off. “Kyrie, you have to admit that Alice is right about it being well protected here with her. Not only is she a competent fighter, but Grandma Anna is the only one that knows about the stone’s history. There isn’t a huge risk for Alice to safeguard it.”

“Fine, Alice you can accept this role.” Her mother said defeated. “You better be right about this, Lance.”

“Excellent.” Grammy Anna said. “Why don’t we go up to your room, Alice. I can tell you all about it while you get cleaned up before lunch. You are starting to smell.” Alice laughed as she linked her arm through her great-grandmother’s and guided her back through the house. They climbed up the stairs to her room while she still held tightly to the necklace.

*    *    *
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Alice sat quietly at the dining room table while those around her laughed and joked with one another over the meal. Grandma Anna had told her that a descendant of the first Guardian would need to give a token to their fated mate in order to activate the stone. She also said a White Wolf Guardian would need to be involved in order to destroy the stone.

Alice was told how to get to a hidden library in the castle, and about a book that used to be found there. Grammy Anna had given Alice several books and told her about how Grammy Anna and Papa Mason first met. Alice wished she had a love story as romantic as theirs. To have someone who would love her more than anything.

Unfortunately for her, the chances of that were far lower than most girls her age. Alice had not been allowed to leave the Talford lands since she was little. How could she even meet anyone in the first place? She hadn’t even been kissed before.

Alice absentmindedly rubbed the wolf pendant on her wrist. She was pulled from her thoughts when a loud banging at the front door sounded. All talking ceased as her father stood from his seat at the table and made his way out of the room. Silence continued to fill the room until he came back through the doorway followed by a man.

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything?” Her Uncle Isaac said as gasps sounded from several around the rectangular table.

“Isaac!” Alice’s mother rushed over to her brother and threw her arms around him before pulling back. She gestured for him to take the empty chair next to Alice. “Please sit and I will get you a bowl of soup and some rolls.”

“I really am sorry for not arriving sooner. I was supposed to meet with one of my men before arriving, but he never showed up for our meeting.” Isaac said as he took his seat. “I tried looking for him, but there was no sign of him.”

“Could he have been discovered?” Papa Mason asked.

“I’m not sure. My man is highly trained, but he has been working deep undercover in Barnett’s compound. He sent a message saying he found something that was crucial to keeping ‘The Huntress’ safe. He has never been late before.” Alice heard the tension in her uncle’s voice as he spoke. “But enough of such depressing thoughts. I am sure he just couldn’t get away without drawing attention to himself. Rowan, how has your training been going?”

Alice tuned out the conversations around her. A spy was missing from her uncle’s forces and judging by his tense demeanor, he was extremely worried about his missing man. She hoped for her uncle’s sake that the man was alive.

Before she knew it, lunch was over and Alice spent the next several hours helping her mother, Aunt Sam, and Grammy Anna prepare dinner. While they worked, Grammy Anna told Alice about several of the women she grew up with and their abilities. Some of them had elemental gifts that allowed them to either control or produce the element. Others, like her mother, could communicate with animals.

Alice listened intently when Grammy Anna told her about a woman gifted with the ability to heal quickly and later learned she could use her ability to heal others. Alice tried to absorb as much information as she could, but there was so much, she felt overwhelmed.

Alice finished setting the table just as the men filed back into the dining room, their loud conversation filling the room with its familiarity. She smiled as she heard Rowan tease Uncle Isaac about getting slow in his old age.

The food was brought in and once everyone was in their chair, the meal commenced. They were eating Rowan’s favorite foods tonight; roasted chicken, boiled potatoes, and steamed green beans. The meal was delicious, and Alice thoroughly enjoyed herself.

By the time dinner was finished and the table cleared off, her father and Uncle Marcus had lit several lanterns around the sitting room to provide light to the darkening space. Everyone gathered in there to continue to catch up.

“Isaac, may I speak with you for a few minutes?” Her father asked as he pulled her mother close, giving her a quick kiss.

Alice watched as Uncle Isaac and her father left the room, and she felt concerned. An uneasy feeling filled her. She looked around at the others in the room, but no one else seemed to feel it.

She sat on the couch and rubbed her side where a dull ache had replaced the sharp pain from earlier. If it were still this sore in the morning, she would bring it up to her mother. It was rare that Alice had lingering pain from anything since she was able to heal so quickly.

“Sure.” Isaac stood from his seat by the fireplace. Lance gave Kyrie a quick kiss before leading the way out of the sitting room, across the hall, and into his study. Once the door was closed behind them, Isaac crossed his arms over his chest and lifted a brow at Lance in question.

“There is no need to get defensive Isaac, I’m just curious to know more about your spy. I might be able to help you in locating him if I know more about him and his mission.” Lance said as he sat down in one of the chairs near the window.
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